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Life Cycle of Empires: Analytical Project 

Note 

a. The words 'civilisation ’ and 'Empire' are used and to be understood as 
interchangeables. Since the essence of this paper is to link Civilisation (the people, 
culture and interior) and Empire (the government, laws and exterior). 

b. Adjectives such as savage, brute, and mighty (amongst others), are not to be 
understood as appraisals of any civilisations and are purely descriptive of the 
modes of conquest. 

Preface/Introduction 

To find oneself in an epoch so uniquely stained by the ethea of ill-advised 
activism, the self-defeating invention of political correctitude, and self-victimisation is a 
happening that is profoundly troubling and upsetting on multiple dimensions. The first 
of which is the palpable disregard shown by many of the fact they’re born in a time of 
unparalleled luxury. Governed by the equality of opportunity, freedom of every 
practicable kind, and the liberation from the animalistic lives once endured by their not 
so distant predecessors. With their residential comforts being far beyond the fancies of 
even the wildest dreamers from just two centuries ago. Evidenced by the fact that even 
a simple adhesive such as roll of tape or rodent glue, if it were to be transported back to 
two centuries ago, would see itself hailed as the marvel which rejoiced the lives of the 
hunters and artisans collectively. Though most worryingly of all, this rise in the 
grotesque ungratefulness and the injudicious self-defeating social schemes and 
alterations so characteristic of our times, is not an entirely novel occurrence. It is 
instead the very agent that has been since time immemorial directing the mightiest, the 



wealthiest, and the most well-fed of civilisations unto abject ruin. With this proclivity 
and in some sense inherited predisposition towards declension being recognised by a 
select few historians. Even amongst whom fewer still treated the matter to be more 
than merely an ancillary focus. For this reason, the discussion hitherto seldom had 
needs to be revitalised and understood in absolute clarity, with the reconciliation of 
civilisation and empire. For this might be the only way to prove to the universe that 
man is indeed capable of learning from history and is not bound by the curse to repeat 
it. 

Paragraph I 

Most historians whose life’s work revolved round analysing the stages of 
empires have the consensus view that all empires undergo five discrete stages, with 
each lasting approximately fifty-five years. The first of which is the ’Age of Expansion , 
traditionally characterised through a rapid conquest, of new and old territories, by a 
previously marginalised group. With the ascendency of the Macedonians led by king 
Philip II over the previously dominant Persians being one of the many quintessential 
examples of this stage. Wherefrom in a period of thirty-six years (359 B.C. to 323 B.C.) 
Philip II had expanding the once tiny and unimportant north of Greece into an empire 
spanning 'from the Danube to India, including Egypt’ (Glubb 4). The very same pattern 
is observed at the end of the twelfth century. When the savage clans from the plateaus 
of Mongolia established in a period of forty-two years (1211 A.D. to 1253A.D) the 
largest land empire in recorded history, second only to the British Empire in 1814. With 
the United States being no exception either, becoming the third largest land empire in 
the world within sixty-four years of the Revolutionary war (1783-1847). Whilst 
historical exemplars like these can be listed ad nauseum, these will have to do. Though a 
noted commonality amongst all these illustrations is the presence of a formidable 



military or diplomatic pioneer/leader. With it being Alexander ('The Great’) in the case 
of the Macedonians, Genghis Khan ('The Great Khan’) for the Mongols, and the neoteric 
John Quincy Adams ('Old Man Eloquent’) on behalf of the United States of America. 
Moreover, even the citizens at this stage, having come from 'nothing' (except their 
marginalised status), often work tirelessly to support their civilisation’s efforts on every 
front. With this hunger for growth and spirit of expansion being glorified and echoed 
through and through. 

Paragraph II 

By the sixty-fifth anniversary most civilisations will have entered the 'Age of 
Gommerce' . A stage on the civilizational life cycle when the expansion ceases and the 
borders have more or less settled. Since the glorified leader responsible for the initial 
expansionary outburst is usually either on their last legs or has passed away. Leaving 
behind the development of an extensive national and international trade network, 
bringing about great wealth, prosperity, and protection to its denizens. With the 
aforementioned wealth and prosperity being a multiplicand that is highly sensitive to 
the multiplier of the Empire’s magnitude. Meaning that if an Empire is small or is 
composed of similar conditions throughout (climatic or otherwise), there will exist a 
product diversity deficiency, and thence a limit to how much it can grow financially. 
Whereas an empire that is spread across multiple climes has a financial capacity that is 
far greater than the previously mentioned uniform variety (Glubb 9). A phenomenon 
especially prominent in the British empire, which was almost entirely transcontinental. 
Trading luxury products such as spices, muslin cloth, diamonds, and the perennial 
favourite - tea, from India (their Crown Jewel). Along with the sourcing of labour- 
intensive cash crops such as sugar, tobacco, rice, and cotton from the British West 
Indies and North America (Tharoor 73, Morgan). Made Britain incredibly wealthy. With 



the same economic pattern being present for the Mongols, 'some of the most brutal 
military conquerors in history’, had established a trade corridor from China (Peking) to 
Europe (Hungary) (Glubb 7). Similar to the silk road developed by their forerunners, the 
dynastic Chinese. The defining characteristic of this age is the waning of glory and 
honour as 'principle objects of ambition’, and the corresponding waxing of wealth and 
bank balance as the same (Glubb 8). In other words, the citizens are now beginning to 
shift their attention towards wealth and its making, over all else as their mode of 
serving their nation. Consequently, the first stage values of manliness are therefore still 
held in high esteem, though preferredly paired in combination with some degree of 
wealth. 

Paragraph III 

The empire has now gained firm entry into the 'Age of Affluence', having been 
roughly a hundred and sixty years since its founding. It is at this stage that things begin 
to take a turn for the worse, the once ubiquitous national pride and camaraderie are 
now nowhere to be found. During this stage, the empire is overflowing with wealth, 
with the merchant class having grown implausibly wealthy. Where the primary 
question is now no longer how to make capital (as it was in the preceding stage)? It is 
instead, how and where to spend it? Thereby switching affluence for mammon and 
national pride for personal avarice. 'The object of the young and ambitious is no longer 
fame, honour, or service, but [cold hard] cash’ (Glubb 9). Accompanying this moral 
decline is the even more upsetting educational decline. Wherein, the institutions once 
setup to satiate the thirst for knowledge and critical thinking for their ensuing societal 
benefits, were now starting to divert from the arduous pursuits of the trivium to 
focusing solely on the procurement of professional degrees that translated into 
pleonectic perquisites (Grendler 2). It is also important to note that with this increasing 



wealth and egocentrism amongst the civilisation, the empire is experiencing a 
corresponding reliance on capital as well. Whereby it begins to 'purchase' peace treaties 
instead of resorting to old methods of direct confrontation, along with the building of 
walls to protect its wealth and people from foreign competition. With these self- 
protective phenomena being observed all across the world. Whether that be the 
ironically named Great Wall of China, the Maginot Line in France, or the stone walls of 
Constantinople in modern day Turkey. It is also at this stage that the people begin the 
assumption of a moral high-ground, identifying the war-time glories of their 
predecessors as immoral and sinful. With this identification being perhaps born partly 
out of the development of an inferiority complex when comparing themselves with their 
equals in the past (Glubb 10). Resulting in the weakening of both the empire’s military 
and spiritual strength. Thereby effectively losing two of what Franklin D. Roosevelt 
called The Four Freedoms in 1941, that is to say the freedom from want and the 
freedom from fear. 

Paragraph IV 

The decline however is not complete until an Empire loses the other two 
freedoms as well. Therefore, almost out of standard practise, the typical empire moves 
onto the next stage, the 'Age of Intellect' . This stage is characterised by a sudden surge 
of investment into the tertiary sectors. Whereas once (during any of the previous stage) 
a select few universities like Oxbridge in the British empire, the University of Paris in 
the France, The Nalanda and Takshashila in India, and the University of Bologna in Italy 
had sufficed. No longer is that the case, with numerous new private universities and 
colleges being founded in seemingly every city and town. Though the intentions are not 
as pure as they may initially seem. Examples include the Ivy Leagues universities in the 
United States, Kings College London in the British Empire, Charles University in The 



Czech Republic, Jawaharlal Nehru University in India, and the Nizamiyya University in 
present day Iran. The distinction worth noting however is the fact that all these fore 
mentioned universities are named after an individual (Viz. James B. Duke, Charles IV, 
George IV), as opposed to their historic counterparts which were all named after the 
city or town they were situated in (Viz. Cambridge, Bologna, Paris). With the young and 
ambitious, whom had just in the previous stages substituted the object of their pursuit 
from martial glory to wealth production, now substituting wealth with academic 
accolades and prestige as their means of gratification and fulfilment. Though 
notwithstanding all of these intentional impurities linked with the age of intellectual 
development, the consensus is that this stage is still objectively good for future societies 
and the furtherance of, the then utterly lacking, scientific knowledge. For instance, 
seven hundred years before the thought of a spherical Earth would even dawn on the 
western world, The Arab Empire in the ninth century under Mamun had already with a 
noted accuracy measured the circumference of the Earth (Glubb 11). Though 
'Wonderful and beneficent’ as the scientific progress of the Arab world was, it was not 
enough to 'save [their] empire from chaos’ (ibid), having collapsed less than fifty years 
after their intellectual apex. With a similar pattern of decline being observed as the root 
cause of the successful Mughal occupation of India and the equally successful conquest 
of Persia by their Mongolian foils. Or rather better phrased to be, the failure of two of 
the world’s wealthiest and intellectually supreme empires at the time, Hindustan and 
Persia, in defending against the savage and relatively uneducated tribesmen from the 
Steppes of Mongolia (Tharoor, Glubb). In other words, once intellectualism (Moral high 
grounds) and egoism (Viz. eponyms) displace the values of 'unselfishness' and the 
'human dedication to serve’ their empire and civilisation, decline becomes an 
unavoidable and anticipatory realisation (Glubb 12). 



Paragraph V 

If the imperial sentence managed to prevail through all the previous periods, 
then the ' Age of Decadence and Decline' is bound to be its full-stop. During which 
several factors culminate in the empire’s catastrophic implosion. A state characterised 
by the unrestricted influx of foreigners, the development of a welfare state, and a time 
when different political ideologies resulting in the warring amongst the factions of the 
populace. Usually split along centrifugal forces that covertly developed over the 
previous stages. A closer look at the first factor, an influx of foreigners, would reveal 
that 'their basic human nature often differs from the original imperial stock’ (Glubb 13). 
A statement which although initially might make little sense and even appear racist, is 
in actuality as true as nature and competition itself. Since, the reason why foreigners are 
often attracted to and invited to to a new land is the proficiency in either a pre-existing 
or new set of skills they display; which are either suited to menial tasks or high skilled 
tasks. Whether that be the high numbers of'Asian and Africans in Rome’, The Persians, 
Egyptians, Asians, and Greeks in ninth century Baghdad, or the shipping of Africans to 
the United States in the late 16th century. All sharing in the common the same 
inescapable need for foreigners, the same irritations and complaints, along with the 
progressive development of eerily similar citizenship policies. Wherein, whilst the 
romans and Baghdadis needed and therefore attracted foreigners to boost trade (their 
economic backbone), the Mamelukes, Americans, and Spanish empires needed 
foreigners for labour instead (due to their small population). With an even more 
contemporary example such as the United States’ line-up of H1B visas, Canadas Skilled 
immigration programs, and Britain’s tier-based visa policies all being the high-skilled 
equivalents of the same phenomenon. With this inflow of a traditionally poor foreign 
class often resulting in the ensuing development of a welfare state, the next major 



contributor of decline. The welfare state is in actuality, despite of all its claims of moral 
superiority and popular linkage with human development, the height of prejudice and 
bigotry. Wherein the 'citizens of the great nation[s] enjoy [their] role [as that] of Lady 
Bountiful' (Glubb 17). With the case in point being the aforementioned Baghdadi 
Empire, wherein under Mamun medical treatment and universities were all paid for by 
the state and hence effectively free (ibid). Though behind the scenes of this utopian 
society, hidden in plain sight, were the worries of the unpopular finance ministers and 
statesman. With the warnings and disagreements of whom is born the ideological factor 
of decline. Wherein the roaring crowds, scattered with foreigners (new and old) march 
down the streets protesting for their only recently developed free-dom as if it were 
some perennial right that had just been stripped. Whereas in reality the free-dom they 
are marching for is nothing more than the smart shortening of the phrase free-kingdom. 
With the three factors, foreigners, welfare, and ideology combinedly forcing the 
empire’s culture, finances, and moral values into a state of ruin; followed suit by last nail 
in the coffin, the civil wars- bringing the empire into military ruin as well. The once 
mighty empire has now been dropped to its knees. 

Conclusion 

The rise and fall of all the major empires and civilisation over the course of the 
last two hundred thousand years have more or less conformed to the outlined life cycle. 
For an empire similar to any other growing entity has a life expectancy, which has 
historically been roughly two-hundred and fifty years. Taking a look at The United 
States of America today reveals that it is two-hundred and forty-three years old (Snow). 
Just seven years shy of the historic benchmark of ruination. Though, much like how our 
life expectancy has improved significantly over the past two hundred thousand years, 
from living less than thirty years to upwards of ninety, we can hopefully achieve the 



same with our civilisations. For every single stage of an empire’s life cycle seems to 
suggest that empires are made in the image of its citizenry, core values, and verities. 
Whether that be the hungry and courageous pioneers, the patriotic artisans, the 
gluttonous merchant class, the pompous intelligentsia, or the marching protestor. Since 
empires are nothing more than the grandiose personification of the will of the people. 
For even Hitler and Churchill were after all elected representatives. In conclusion, the 
key to an enduring empire lies in an enduring people, and the key to an enduring people 
lies in an enduring culture. Meaning that society should be focusing their efforts more 
on shaping culture rather than shaping the government. For 'past empires show almost 
every possible variation of political system, but all go through the same procedure [s]’ of 
growth and decline (Glubb 16). 
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